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still buy me as a classic, that is, spend more on me than the merely
intelligent person by insisting on a luxury edition. The road to ignorance
is paved with good editions. Only the illiterate can afford to buy good
books now. The silly people who are ignorant of the literary tradition
and who read neither my books nor anybody else's imagine that the
prefaces which they never read, explain the plays which they never see."
I made a point of bringing home and showing him the catalogues of
all those exhibitions I visited. He was interested and studied these
carefully but wrould not submit to the contemporary movements.
"One fashion follows another before even the previous movement
has started moving. Nothing is worked out to maturity,*5 he complained.
"The dealers demand of the artist to repeat himself ad nauseam. When
I read my work I find it as fresh as when I first wrote it, in fact it has
improved with time. But with contemporary paintings they become
meaningless as soon as you get to know them. All the same, as a concession
to modern art I did present a Roger Fry to Virginia Woolf and one of the
last letters she ever wrote was to thank me for the painting and to say
that it appears more beautiful because of the person who gave it."
"I regard Virginia Woolf as the greatest of contemporary novelists."
"Anybody can write a novel. When a novelist cannot pad a story, she
puts in a few hundred pages of psychology. Ricketts used to say that
writing was very easy because everyone knew how to talk and write
letters and so there is no technique to learn, but in painting you have to
master a new technique, and every weakness is immediately exposed to
the eye. The fact is the arts are exhausted. I thought when I arrived in
London that it was the centre of literature and art but I got nothing for
nothing and very little for a halfpenny, I was abused and vilified. I
soon realized that a mighty harvest had left the soil sterile. From the
habit gained in my commercial work, like Trollope I worked daily at my
writing without waiting for inspiration. By sheer persistence, repetition
and self-projection I managed to get myself not only read and seen but
also canonized. Now the time has come for me to go: an eclipse of
reputation always becomes visible at Greenwich soon after its possessor's
canonization. I will probably live to hear myself called vapid and old-
fashioned as the Restoration thought of Shakespeare and the Victorians of
Mozart. You must expect a depression to settle over Ayot Saint Lawrence
in the not too distant future and stay for a considerable time."
While he was talking I noticed that there was a huge hole in his
thick woollen stocking. It was the first sign of personal neglect I had seen.